Taking the plunge. Terminal differentiation in Dictyostelium.
During the last stage of Dictyostelium development a motile, cylindrical slug transforms into an immotile, stalked fruiting body and the constituent cells change from amoebae to either refractile spores or vacuolated stalk cells. Analysis of this process using genetics and simple culture techniques is becoming a powerful way of investigating a number of conserved signal transduction processes. A common pathway activating cAMP-dependent protein kinase (PKA) triggers the maturation of spore cells and those stalk cells forming the stalk. It uses a eukaryotic version of the 'bacterial' two-component phospho-relay system to control cAMP breakdown. A second pathway, inhibiting the GSK3 protein kinase, might control the maturation of a distinct set of stalk cells at the base of the fruiting body.